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LOOK AT IT THIS WAY: SCAFFOLDING CRITICAL EVALUATION
USING IMAGES AND ADVERTISEMENTS
JOHN WATTS AND EMILY SCHARF
INTRODUCTION
One-shot library instruction is not always connected
to a specific assignment for a course. Often we are asked to
present general library resources to first year students;
however, in this oversimplified context, the identification and
location of resources contains little critical thinking and does
not reflect the reality of research in the 21 st century. Rather
than spend an instruction session on an overview of the
library, we advocate for introducing the critical analysis of
information to first year students using images and
advertisements. Images act as bursts of information that
connect with students because of their immediate emotional
impact (Harper, 2002). Images have the ability to ignite
discussions surrounding the authority and impact of visual
information and these discussions can be transferred to more
complex information sources.

INFORMATION LITERACY
According to the American Library Association
(1989), information literacy is the ability to “recognize when
information is needed and have the ability to locate, evaluate,
and use effectively the needed information.” An essential
component of information literacy is the evaluation of
information resources, and one of the many goals of
information literacy instructors working with undergraduate
students is to teach students to critically evaluate sources used
in projects and papers (Bird, McInerney & Mohr, 2010).
Given the current landscape of information shaped by open
online content and a lack of quality control, evaluation is more
important than ever. The evaluation of a source requires
students to make judgments about the quality of information
based on several criteria in order to decide if that information
is useful for their needs. The criteria students use to evaluate
information can vary, but students most commonly choose a
source based on its relevancy to their topic and its familiarity
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rather than the source’s validity (Twait, 2005). Currie,
Delving, Emde and Graces (2009) posit that students realize
they need to find reliable information for research
assignments, but lack the skills needed to make the distinction
between valid and invalid sources. This is not to say that
information is either good or bad for every context. Rather,
students should be able to think critically about a source in
order to decide if it fits well within the context of their
information need. This approach to information literacy is
meant to empower students to use specific tools to find and
create knowledge for the purpose of academic achievement.
More importantly, this approach instills the senses of
authority and critical thinking needed to become informed
citizens who are not easily swayed from their core beliefs
because of popular or polarizing ideas. It is crucial that these
seeds of critical inquiry are planted early in a student’s career.
Seasoned librarians and faculty are often so adept at research
that they overlook important foundations of critical evaluation
of information that novice researchers need to be taught.

VISUAL LITERACY
One opportunity for scaffolding the skill of critical
evaluation is the use of images, which is most commonly seen
in the Visual Literacy Competency Standards for Higher
Education. Developed by a committee formed by the
American Library Association, “Visual literacy is a set of
abilities that enables an individual to effectively find,
interpret, evaluate, use, and create images and visual media”
(2011). The need for visual literacy standards was born out of
an increasingly visual culture where social media and other
digital communication tools have made the creation and mass
dissemination of images easier than ever. The visual literacy
standards were created with the framework of the Information
Literacy Standards for Higher Education in mind and both are
clearly aligned. Images often function as small bursts of
information and require consumers to think critically about
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their audience, creator, purpose, and perspective. The visual
literacy standards and the information literacy standards
require a student to consider images and information in a
social and cultural context as well as gauge their reliability,
accuracy, and appropriateness. It is our claim that due to the
visually rich culture, first year students are more familiar with
images and advertisements than complex texts such as
scholarly research papers or even written news. Visual
literacy acts as a bridge enabling librarians to connect the
familiarity of images with textual information.

PHOTO-ELICITATION
The fields of anthropology and sociology have
largely defined the practice of photo-elicitation, a method that
can also be used to scaffold information literacy instruction
and evaluation. Photo-elicitation is the process of using one
or more images or other types of visual representation in
interviews and asking respondents to comment on them
(Bignante, 2008). Images rather than text are used, because
the brain functions that process visual information are
“evolutionarily older than the parts that process verbal
information” (Harper, 2002, p. 13). Case studies using photoelicitation have been documented in various academic
disciplines, although most have been in the social sciences.
Sociologist Philip Kretsedemas looked at advertisements in
one study examining personal identity and ethnicity (1993).
Participants detailed their views of clothing advertisements
and discussed to whom they thought the clothes were being
sold. Interviewee comments echo the way librarians
encourage students to evaluate information within an
information literacy context. The interviewees evaluated the
audience of the advertisements by saying things such as,
“[this ad] represents a different kind of lifestyle—to me it
doesn’t fit into my lifestyle…” (Kretsedemas, 1993, p. 43).
Photo-elicitation interview responses tend to be more
emotional and connect interviewees to their sense of self
(Harper, 2002). Within photo-elicitation research,
advertisements are often used to discuss stereotypes and
image with groups of various socioeconomic statuses, races,
genders, and more. The results of these studies present an
evaluation of advertisements that one could argue
demonstrate visual literacy. Interviewees understand that
certain advertisements encourage the viewer to strive for a
higher class identity and overall success (Craig, Kretsedemas,
Gryniewski, 1997). The purpose and audience of an
advertisement is apparent to interviewees in photo-elicitation
studies, and these important criteria are often evident to
students as well. We came across the concept of photoelicitation after inadvertently using it in our instruction
sessions. We had been using images with students and knew
that they were effective tools for evaluation, and it was a
happy accident to discover the research behind why pictures
and advertisements are so useful. Most photo-elicitation
research that has occurred in classrooms happens with young
children (Pyle, 2013; Ali-Kahn & Siry, 2014). Its use in a
university setting has not been well documented, but its
effectiveness in the classroom for us is evident in the
following sections of this paper.
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TAP PROGRAM
We used photo-elicitation with a group of incoming
first-year students in the Transitions Academic Prep (TAP)
program. These students are admitted to the university on
conditional terms. In the summer, they attend a week-long
session where they take classes, learn about study skills and
where to find help, and socialize with each other. We sought
out the head of this program and asked to participate because
we felt it was important that these students have a library
instruction session as part of their university orientation. Two
librarians and a library school practicum student planned the
instruction session to be given to five different groups
throughout the week. Without a formal assignment, we
focused instead on the information literacy skills we wanted
first-year students to acquire. Our student learning outcomes
for the session were as follows: students will identify basic
library resources and services; students will apply categories
to information sources within a given timeline; students will
evaluate the validity of source based on authorship, bias,
audience and purpose.
We started each session by showing a video
providing an overview of library resources. Afterwards, the
students asked nuts and bolts questions regarding library
resources and services offered. The importance of starting the
session by discussing library as place is clear in the literature
(Jackson & Hahn, 2011). We chose not to focus exclusively
on library services in the middle of the summer for the simple
reason that students would forget these details by the fall. At
the same time, we knew students might be curious about what
they were seeing in the building, and showing the video
served as a happy medium.
During this instruction session with the TAP
program, we introduced students to what we call the
information pyramid (Figure 1). We discussed the different
types of information represented and why sources fall where
they do within the pyramid. At the end of the lesson, once we
had presented a news article, students still struggled with the
complexity of identifying where a piece of information fell
within the pyramid. They saw the news story they read not as
news, but as online information because that was the
container in which it was found.
The exercise we used to accomplish learning
outcome three (students will evaluate the validity of source
based on authorship, bias, audience and purpose) was a photoelicitation interview using three images and two
advertisements. We used an advertisement for Clorox Green
Works wipes, a Budweiser beer advertisement, an image of
the Gateway Arch from downtown St. Louis, an image of
buildings in downtown St Louis, and an image of a necklace.
We asked students to identify the audience the advertisements
were targeting. We had students discuss who would buy this
product, what the message of the advertisement was, why they
answered the way they did, and what the advertisement was
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trying to do (i.e., purpose). As in other photo-elicitation
research, the responses we received were more emotional than
those students gave when analyzing text. They discussed how
an image made them feel, while when evaluating an article,
they often discuss more concrete concepts such as audience,
language, and author credentials. The main goal in using
photo-elicitation and having students analyze advertisements
and images as one of their first exercises was to scaffold their
learning process. Looking at the audience, authorship,
purpose, and perspective of images and having the vocabulary
to discuss those concepts during an instruction session served
as a foundational step in critically analyzing other sources.
After the photo-elicitation exercise, students read a
short Fox News article about President Obama’s trip to Africa
(“Costly Obama family trip to Africa under fire amid
sequester cuts,” 2013). This article cited government reports,
an article from the Washington Post, and included quotes
from a US Senator. The students responded to the following
questions about this article on a worksheet.
1.

What is this article meant to do (persuade, provide
facts, etc.)?

2.

Who is the author(s)?

3.

Who is the audience?

4.

Where do they get the dollar amounts/cost?

5.

Do you need more information? If so, where would
you go to find more information?

Because the students evaluated images, doing the
same with guided questions for text was simpler. The first
three questions asked on the worksheet were the same
questions we had asked regarding the advertisements.
Students had practiced answering these types of questions
earlier in the lesson and were comfortable. Questions four and
five, those regarding where the authors got their dollar
amounts and where to go to get more information were more
difficult. Most did not consider seeking out the Washington
Post article that was cited within the Fox News article to find
the cost information. Students did not attempt to find the
original government report citing the actual cost, although this
too was cited in the news article.

ASSESSMENT
We used the worksheet described above as our
assessment, as well as the responses students gave during the
photo-elicitation exercise. Finally, we did a simple
assessment at the end of the session and asked students to
describe the library instruction session in three words. The
worksheets helped to identify where students did not grasp
certain concepts, and clearly they struggled with those that we
did not introduce before they read the article. In the future,
students should explain their evaluation criteria and we
should have a discussion during the library session about why
they would or would not use a specific source. Although we
introduced evaluating sources using both text and images, we
-LOOK AT IT THIS WAY: SCAFFOLDING CRITICAL EVALUATION…-

did not discuss how evaluation would play out when
researching for a paper or project. Photo-elicitation and other
exercises in information literacy class sessions using images
and advertisements do not necessarily have to be the
introduction to evaluation with text. Librarians could assess
how students evaluate images and stop there. Alternatively,
students could take the exercises described within this paper
yet one step further. A third exercise where students found an
article on their own, evaluated it, and discussed their criteria
and the process they took to evaluate a source would help
students grasp our learning outcome: Students will evaluate
the validity of source based on authorship, bias, audience and
purpose. In the future, this could be done online. We could
require that students read an article and answer questions
afterwards. Annotated bibliographies would also be relevant
and helpful for those who are analyzing sources to later put
into a research paper.

Figure 1: Information Pyramid
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